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CONDUCTING PREFERENCE ASSESSMENTS 

As Behaviour Analysts, we conduct preference assess-

ments on a regular basis. Even without knowing we are 

making a note of the toys and activities that our clients 

likes and dislikes. Toys and activities that are highly 

preferred may be considered to be reinforcing. Rein-

forcers increase the frequency of target behaviours  

when these are added to (positive) or removed from 

(negative) the environment following the behaviour. 

For instance, when asked “what’s this?” and shown a 

ball, if your client says ball, what follows may be con-

sidered a reinforcer if it increases the frequency of that 

correct response occurring again. Examples of pre-

ferred toys or activities for your client could be, praise, 

edibles, smiles, tickles, and much more. Reinforcers 

are, however, susceptible to change, which can occur 

over time or under specific circumstances.  

Reinforcers or preferences can lose their value if we 

are exposed to them a lot, for instance playing with a 

toy for a long period of time means it is less appealing 

and other toys become more interesting. This is called 

satiation (stimulus loses its value as a reinforcer). Also 

different tasks can change the value of the reinforcers. 

A preferred toy may not be a powerful reinforcer when 

the task is too difficult. This can produce behaviours 

associated with non-compliance. For all these reasons 

it is important to have a number of really good rein-

forcers that are available. For difficult tasks you may be 

required to deliver two or more reinforcers. This high-

lights the importance for a successful  assessment that  

identifies preferences. 

One method of discovering preferences is to ask the 

client. Clients can be asked open ended questions 

(“What games do you like to play?”) or yes/no ques-

tions (“Do you like playing football?”). This would re-

quire the child to have sufficient language skills to re-

spond to these questions. It is also great to ask signifi-

cant others about preferences. This can be done as an 

alternative to asking the client, or to support findings 

from another preference assessment. One popular as-

sessment is the Reinforcement Assessment for Individ-

uals with Severe Disabilities (RAISD; Fisher et al, 1996), 

which is typically given to caregivers. Also teachers or 

other family members or professionals that know the 

person can give valuable information about prefer-

ences. These assessments are taken at a particular 

point in time and preferences are susceptible to 

change. Therapist may offer a pre-task choice, for in-

stance “What do you want to do after we’ve finished 

reading?”. This method is used frequently with clients 

that are able to make choices and offers the oppor-

tunity for therapists to pick reinforcers that are power-

ful at the time, by giving the client the option.   

Alternatively clients can be presented with stimuli and  

be asked to select their preferences. Within this meth-

od practitioners may present two items at a time 

(paired stimuli) or three or more items (multiple stimu-

li). This can be really successful but is limiting, as only 

small items can be presented. For instance large items 

like trampolines and activities like swimming or going 

to the cinema can not easily be included in a prefer-

ence assessment in this manner. Pictures can be used 

instead, which allows more items and activities to be 

included. Researchers also found that the use of videos 

was effective at identifying reinforcers (Clarke et al, 

2015). In this study they used videos to select toys/
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NATURAL ENVIRONMENT TEACHING (NET) IDEAS  

Role playing is a great way to incorporate many learn-

ing opportunities. A scenario you can use for your NET 

is a café or restaurant. There are opportunities for your 

client to request for items to cook with, for instance 

utensils, or different foods (mand, 5M, 6M). Also 

mands for information “What drink would you 

like?” (mand 9c, 11M). Opportunities to receptively 

identify and label different foods and objects, for in-

stance plates, etc. (LR 4a, 5M; tact 6M) can be incorpo-

rated naturally into this activity.  You can also discuss 

colours and shapes of different foods, or practise 

sorting (LRFFC 6M, 7M; Tact 10d, 10e). During this ac-

tivity  there are many natural opportunities to practise 

conversational skills (Intraverbals), for example “Cake, 

banana and pasta are all types of….” (IV 12c) or “You 

eat/drink/cut with a …” (IV 2a, 9a). Academic skills can 

also be incorporated as your client can practise writing 

to take orders, (play 14c; writing 11M), counting items 

or food (math 12d, 13M) and/or money recognition 

(math 15f)). This NET can be done with teddy bears 

(play 10a, 11c) or dolls to practise this play, or can be 

played with peers (play 8M, 12a, 12f, 14M). 

Preceding skills reference to the VB-MAPP Assessment tool: 

 Sundberg, M. L. (2008) Verbal Behavior Milestones Assess-

ment and Placement Program: The VB-MAPP. Concord, CA: 

AVB Press.  

LR: Listener Responding. LRFFC: Listener Responding by Func-

tion, Feature, and Class. IV: Intraverbals (conversation skills) 

PRODUCTS 

If you are preparing for the BCBA exam then this wish 

list contains some fantastic books that will help you 

study. Remember to use different revision tools to 

better your chances, for instance, Pass the Big Exam, 

Behavior Development Solution (BDS) and Florida Insti-

tute of Technology (FIT) are also great tools. You can 

also make your own flash cards (SAFMEDS). Also check  

out our study tips that feature each month. Good Luck.  

Comments, questions or feedback? Please contact busyanalyticalbee@gmail.com 

activities that were 

highly reinforcing 

for four partici-

pants (vs. toys/

activities selected 

through a stimulus 

preference assess-

ment). Two of the 

four participants spent approximately 100% of the time 

with the toy/activity selected through the video assess-

ment. In this study participants were not given access 

to the respective tangible toy or activity when selected 

during the video assessment (Clarke et al, 2005), alt-

hough this is common practice in preference assess-

ments, these results show it may not be essential to 

give access to gain accurate preferences. 

Preference Assessments are an extremely valuable tool.  

These assessments can be adapted depending on your 

client and can assist in finding powerful reinforcers. 

Depending on the assessment approach you choose 

you will need to consider your clients current develop-

ment. This is an important consideration as one study 

investigated the relationship between scores on the 

Assessment of Basic Learning Abilities (ABLA; Kerr et al 

1977) and a preference assessment results (Conyers et 

al, 2002). The authors reliably predicated the partici-

pants ability to consistently make choices with 94% ac-

curacy (Conyers et al, 2002). Discrimination skills play a 

key role when selecting preferences. A BCBA working 

with a child will be able to guide their team to conduct 

a preference assessment. 

Clarke, D. R., Donaldson, J. M., & Kahng, S., 2015. Are 

video-based preference assessments without access to 

selected stimuli effective? Journal of Applied Behaviour 

Analysis, 48, 1-6. 

Conyers, C., Doole, A., Vause, T., Harapiak, S., Yu, D. C. 

T., & Martin, G. L., 2002.  Predicting the relative efficacy 

of three presentation methods for assessing prefer-

ences of persons with developmental disabilities. Jour-

nal of Applied Behaviour Analysis, 35, 49-58. 

Fisher, W. W., Piazza, C. C., Bowman, L. G.,  & Amari, A. 

(1996). Integrating caregiver report with a systematic  

choice assessment to enhance reinforcer identification. 

American Journal of Mental Retardation, 101, 12-25. 

Kerr, N., Meyerson, L., & Flora, J. (1977). The measure-

ment of motor, visual and auditory discrimination skills. 

Rehabilitation Psychology, 24, 95– 112.  
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Remember to contact us at our email account  

busyanalyticalbee@gmail.com and like our Facebook 

page and Twitter page @AnalyticalBee 

Next month we will be a video modelling special edi-

tion, so subscribe to receive the next exciting edition.  

To subscribe email ‘SUBSCRIBE’ to our email account. 

Comments, questions or feedback? Please contact busyanalyticalbee@gmail.com 

STUDY TIPS 

If you plan to use a reinforcement schedule while stud-

ying then be aware of bootleg reinforcement. Bootleg 

reinforcement is when rewards are accessible without 

fulfilling the response requirement for the contingency. 

Ask someone else to control the reinforcement so you 

don’t have a sneaky 

chocolate without doing 

the studying you prom-

ised yourself you would! 

TERMINOLOGY 

Behavioural Momentum the phenomena behind build-

ing up compliance by using a series of easy tasks (high 

probability responses) before presenting a difficult task 

(low probability responses). Behavioural Momentum is 

when compliance is gained through the momentum of 

responding. This theory is used the procedure called 

’High probability requests’.  

PEOPLE WHO INSPIRE US 

This month we are celebrating Ogden Lindsley. Lindsley 

was born in 1922 in Rhode Island. He studied psycholo-

gy at Brown University in 1948 and then Experimental 

Psychology. Following this he studied at Harvard Uni-

versity, in 1957, earning his Ph.D. under the supervision 

of B. F. Skinner. Whilst studying at Harvard, Lindsley 

worked in the Behaviour Research Laboratory, working 

with people diagnosed with schizophrenia. Lindsley was 

awarded the Hofheimer Research prize in 1962. Follow-

ing this, in 1965, Lindsley moved into Special education 

at the University of Kansas. Ogden Lindsley was best 

known for developing Precision Teaching and the Celer-

ation Chart (see image). Precision Teaching was pio-

neered in the 1960s and was based on the theories of 

Skinner. He remained at the University of Kansas until 

he retired in 1990. Lindsley died in 2004, aged 82. 

EVENTS 

Ambitious about Autism have released a new leaflet 

with all their dates for 2016.  

Child Autism UK are offering many courses across 2015.  

Courses are typically £65 for one day (two day costs 

£130). For more information, please go to their page.  

Mary Lynch Barbera is offering a great online course 

covering 5 units. There is currently a waiting list for the 

next phase, occurring early 2016, so sign up today. 

Vincent Carbone will be in Chester  from the 22nd until 

the 24th February running a workshop titled “An intro-

duction to Verbal Behavior”. This is definitely a fantas-

tic opportunity to listen to an influential Behaviourist. 

The ABA Forum (ABAF) hold meetings quarterly with 

different speakers and also send regular emails about 

other events and jobs. To join email Nick Barratt on  

Nick.Barratt@dimensions-uk.org and ask to join today. 

A fantastic workshop is being held by Skybound titled 

“Meaningful Social Development: Teaching games and 

more”. This is being presented by Steve Ward MA, 

BCBA at the Grand Thistle Hotel, Bristol on the 3rd and 

4th of March. Tickets cost £250 (plus a booking fee), 

although parents can attend for a reduced price of 

£220.  

Bethan Mair Williams BCBA, is the only Speech and 

Language Therapist that is Board Certified in the UK, is 

presenting a workshop in Belfast. It will be held on the 

22nd March, between 10-3 o clock.  

Dr Patrick McGreevy is presenting a training course on 

the assessment tool Essential For Living for Individuals 

with Autism and Other Developmental Delays, This will 

be held on the 21st and 22nd of March.  
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ogden_Lindsley
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Precision_teaching
http://precisionteaching.pbworks.com/w/page/18240972/FAQs--about%20the%20Standard%20Celeration%20Chart
http://precisionteaching.pbworks.com/w/page/18240972/FAQs--about%20the%20Standard%20Celeration%20Chart
https://www.ambitiousaboutautism.org.uk/sites/default/files/0040%20Training%20leaflet%202015%20final.pdf
http://www.childautism.org.uk/for-families/training-courses/book-training/
http://autismabahelp.com/?inf_contact_key=71f1f0f6d647e6e699b3d251943de6f6eab95f2116abda55f1561af88c9eee71
http://www.carboneclinic.com/workshop-schedule/
http://www.carboneclinic.com/workshop-schedule/
http://www.skyboundtherapies.co.uk/about-us/march16-workshop-tickets/?doing_wp_cron=1452930957.6641879081726074218750
https://pbs.twimg.com/media/CYr9vumWMAAbBQ5.jpg:large
http://www.talkingautism.co.uk/?p=1195
http://precisionteaching.pbworks.com/w/page/18240972/FAQs--about%20the%20Standard%20Celeration%20Chart

